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Twenty-Five Years of Accountancy
By Edward E. Suffern

The association of words in the title is due to the fact that
this year the twenty-fifth anniversary of the organization of the
New York State Society of Certified Public Accountants was
held and, as was natural, thought reverted to the accounting
conditions prevailing at and the changes since that beginning
date.
We will have to go much further back, however, to reach
what was really the beginning of the practice of public account
ing in our own country and perhaps no one can say with exact
ness just when that was. Certain it is that more than forty years
ago there were some men in large cities who were called public
accountants and who audited or “checked up” books with the
object mainly of discovering or safeguarding against irregularities
rather than for constructive work. Somewhat later the foreign
shareholders and bondholders of a number of large enterprises,
mainly but not exclusively railways, desired that the accounts
should be audited after the fashion of home companies and sent
out auditors from England to perform such service. This prac
tice led to the opening of offices here and thus were established
a number of the firms which have become so influential in the
accounting world. To most of these early comers and to their
successors and associates accountancy owes an acknowledged
debt. They brought with them and developed in their staffs a
large learning in the principles, procedure and traditions of
accounting and have stamped their impress upon its history here.
Coinciding with and closely following them, American account
ants became more numerous, and in the larger cities a choice of
accountants was offered the prospective clients who could find
well-qualified men to render the service desired. It is true that
such men had acquired their knowledge not in schools but
through experience under actual working conditions, which has
been always an excellent form of education. There is something
to be said in favor of Mr. Squeer’s system, under which as soon
as a boy learned how to spell “winder” he was sent to wash it.
In 1887 there were in New York sufficient numbers of practis
ing accountants to justify calling them together and organizing
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a society, and the American Association of Public Accountants
was incorporated. It was intended to be and was from the begin
ning a national organization, although naturally most of its mem
bers were residents of New York, and it was a start toward
bringing together men of like calling to discuss matters of com
mon interest and through acquaintance to create mutual confi
dence and respect. Perhaps this latter object was not so dis
tinctly conceived, but it was enfolded in the other.
During the succeeding ten years the growth of public account
ing was marked. Corporation accounts were being more
generally audited, special financial examinations were being made
and there was a wider spread of knowledge in the minds of the
public that there existed a class of men whose services were
available when required. This enlightenment, however, was very,
very slow and far from general—as it is still, for that matter.
The common idea was that “books” were things you wrote figures
in. And, if the figures were correct, why was one man any better
qualified than any other? So no review of figures was necessary
unless someone had stolen something.
As the years progressed a number of New York accountants
became greatly interested in securing the enactment of a law
which should create a definite status and title for such public
accountants as should be able to comply with the requirements
which the law should prescribe. The effort was persistently
pursued, and in December, 1896, the first law defining the title
and qualifications of certified public accountants was enacted.
This gave encouragement to accountants in other states to obtain
similar legislation and, with various modifications, enactments
were obtained in rapid succession in Pennsylvania, Illinois, Mis
souri and other states, until in the course of time the whole quota
became filled.
One common feature of these laws provided a waiver clause,
i. e., that a certain time limit was prescribed in which applicants
for certificates who should produce evidence that they possessed
the required qualifications might be granted such certificates
without examination.
Shortly after the passage of the New York law some of the
grantees met and organized (on March 30, 1897) the New York
State Society of Certified Public Accountants, eighteen signing
the roll and becoming charter members. Charles Waldo Haskins
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was elected president, a position he continued to hold until his
death in January, 1903.
In some states quite active and efficient societies antedated
the enactments, but as soon as the laws were passed societies were
organized with restrictive memberships and became, in most cases,
the centers of co-operative effort in establishing and advocating
standards of practice. In all of them (presumably) emphasis was
placed upon maintaining and elevating these standards, and in the
larger societies there rapidly developed a spirit of mutual
co-operation and confidence dispelling suspicion and distrust.
This movement came none too soon. The times demanded
that there should be some classification of accountants which
should distinguish (at least theoretically) between those who were
supposed to be competent and those who were not. For several
years the country had suffered great business depression. Among
other causes the “free silver” question had demonstrated its
economic injury and had been the paramount issue in the presi
dential campaign of 1896. With the election of McKinley this
menace was believed to be removed, and with his inauguration
in March, 1897, the country took courage and became hopeful.
A widespread revival of business ensued, for which there were
some substantial reasons as well as a general optimism. In the
fall of that year the writer well remembers seeing in a small
Western town some rather hilarious farmers showing from their
wagons on Saturday afternoon rolls of bills and shouting: “A
dollar a bushel for our wheat.”
This general business recovery manifested itself in some very
striking ways. For years before there had been combinations and
mergers of separate enterprises into larger units, and this became
a popular financial pastime. To bring together a number of
separate concerns in any industry (it did not seem to matter
what), consolidate them into one corporation, capitalize them for
whatever sum it was thought the public might be induced to pay
for the larger part of the preferred shares—while keeping as
much of both kinds of stock as possible for the promoters—this
seemed to constitute the formula for successful flotation. If there
were added to the formula elements of conscience and ability,
so much the better were the chances of survival, and those which
did have more than a brief existence owed their good fortune to
the increased percentage of these elements.
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It was a wild time, speaking generally, arid in nothing more
wild than in the utter disregard of the fundamental principles
which we have come to regard as controlling. Properties
acquired for cash and capital stock issued to vendors (and pro
moters) on bases of valuation calculated to include prospective
earnings were all too common transactions. Figures, not facts,
were what were wanted, and accountants could be found whose
ideas as to the distinction between them were very nebulous.
Because of this great impetus to business the services of
accountants were more largely demanded than before, and the
supply of alleged accountants became noticeable. Those firms
which were already well established in most of the large cities
and were ably serving important and distributed clientages were
seeking trained assistants, of whom there were comparatively
few, and this led to the conviction that one of the first efforts of
the organized societies should be toward developing systematic
instruction and training in accountancy for men who wished to
fit themselves for a career. Such training previously had been in
offices and elementary schools, but it was evident that more
thorough and advanced work was necessary. Therefore, we find
that early in the history of the New York society steps were
taken to secure the co-operation of some educational institution
which would establish a course in accountancy to meet the future
needs for trained assistants. The institutions were skeptical as to
the feasibility or advisability of such a step, but at length, heed
ing the urgings of the committee making such effort, the New
York University instituted, in 1901, the course and established
the school of commerce, finance and accounts, with a registry of
sixty-three students, appointing as its dean Charles Waldo Has
kins, whose untiring energy and promise of support had served
such good purpose. Thus was established the first distinctive
school of accounting in the country, an example which was fol
lowed shortly after by the Wharton school in Philadelphia in
1902 and in fairly rapid succession by other institutions of
learning.
As one looks back at those beginnings when the first classes
were so small and compares them with the scores of undergrad
uate and graduate schools today with their individual registries
of many thousands of students, one is amazed at the progress
made and the recognized place accountancy occupies in the scheme
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of education. In addition to the institutional education, there are
the great schools under more personal and private direction which
are doing a work worthy of honor. This does not apply, how
ever, to all such endeavors, some of which advance such claims
for patronage through specious advertising and solicitation that it
is a question whether or not they constitute a menace to
serious accounting education. Such advertising as the “demand
is greater than the supply” is to be deplored. One is tempted
to suggest as a slogan to such advertisers, Accountancy before
breakfast—ten-thousand-dollar position before lunch.
To establish the first courses demanded pioneer work. In a
general way the separate subjects to be studied were known, but
the text, the plan, the procedure, had to be determined, prepared
and revised. Necessarily the earlier efforts were of an experi
mental character both for the teacher and the student, but
gradually a systematic, constructive course of study was evolved
which in its main characteristics is common to all institutions.
To these simple beginnings the amplified comprehensive curricula
of today, including economics, banking and related subjects, bear
the same resemblance only that the full flower bears to the
implanted seed—but the seed contains the germ and the principle
of life.
To give honor to all those men through whose unselfish and
intelligent efforts this development has been possible would make
this record a roster of the well deserving; to omit any would be
invidious; but to those men accountancy as represented by its
practitioners owes gratitude and admiration.
The need of a technical literature in those early years was
conspicuous. Very little had been produced in this country and
we were dependent upon the English works, which while val
uable indeed were not wholly adaptable to our conditions; but
these needs did not long continue unsupplied. Almost immedi
ately the most essential books were published, precursors of the
immense number covering all subjects relating to accountancy,
finance, commerce, economics, production and law which fill our
shelves. The accountant of today, no matter whether he be a
student or has been practising forty years, has at his disposal and
use a wealth of knowledge beyond the capacity of any one man to
absorb; therefore, his reading and study should be selective. The
Accountants’ Index, compiled and published by the American

178

Twenty-five Years of Accountancy

Institute of Accountants, has nearly 1,600 pages of listings of
authors, subjects and publications, and this gives us some idea of
the product of these years. Every accountant should have a copy
of this Index; to be without it is to forego a most useful
implement.
As the number of societies increased it became apparent that,
while each might have some individual problem, there were
larger ones common to all. If it were a good thing to dispel
jealousy among the members of one society, it would be equally
well to do so between the societies. Intelligence and conscientious
ness were attributes confined to no one place; high character,
technical attainments and earnest purpose knew no geographical
limits, so it might be worth while to combine effort toward a
common end.
This somewhat vaguely perceived object took shape and plan
in the mind of one man, George Wilkinson, now of Philadelphia,
who had a widely distributed professional acquaintance. He saw
and he acted. Like Cecil Rhodes, he had a “continental mind,”
and, with untiring energy, he formulated a plan to bring together
all the societies in an organized association or federation for the
general welfare of the members and of the practice of accountancy.
His plan met with favor; delegates representing a number of
societies met in Washington in October, 1902, in response to a
call issued at the instance of the Illinois Association of Public
Accountants; an organization was effected, and the Federation of
Societies of Public Accountants in the United States was
launched. Mr. Haskins was elected president and Mr. Wilkinson
secretary. Committees were appointed with due deference to the
susceptibilities of the societies represented and a channel was
opened for mutual intercourse and consultation. This organiza
tion accomplished much in engendering a co-operative spirit and
respect and friendship among those brought together.
The American Association of Public Accountants was organ
ized in 1887, as has been said, and had a few members resident
in other cities, but did not have a constituency representative of
the country at large, as did the federation, and consequently could
not undertake the co-ordinated work which the latter could do.
So manifest did it become that the federation had a place to fill
and a function to perform that in 1905 the two organizations
came together under the title of the older society and under the
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presidency of John R. Loomis, retaining for the most part the
plan of the federation and the representation of the member
societies through delegates elected in accordance with the pro
visions of the newly-adopted constitution. With the growth of
the association, its stimulating influence, the excellent work of its
committees and the progress made in the reputation of its mem
bership, accountants are familiar. Its main impediment to greater
advancement, however, was the complication of its organization.
Its membership (after the merger of the two constituent bodies)
was confined to members of state societies; it could exercise very
little discipline (if any) over its members except through the
societies, and the relation of a member to the association was not
that of an individual but as a member acting through his society
only. Therefore, in September, 1916, the organization was again
reconstructed and became the American Institute of Accountants,
with its much more flexible and effective structure in its imme
diate relations to its members. All members in good standing in
the association became ipso facto members of the institute, which
thenceforward regarded each as such irrespective of his society
affiliations.
It was fortunate that the change took place when it did, for
in the spring following, when we entered the war, there was pro
vided a means through which the services of accountants were
made immediately available to the government as could not have
been done otherwise.
Since then, while the growth in members has not been par
ticularly rapid, there has been a steady gain in the public estima
tion of the members, a continually increasing spirit of co-opera
tion among them and a greater recognition of the advantages
membership affords. Perhaps the best exemplification of this is
the bureau of information conducted by the institute, which pro
vides for every member (and others, for that matter) an opportu
nity to obtain an opinion on any problem which may arise in his
practice. Through an inquiry to the bureau he will receive the
opinion of others who, having considered the same conditions,
have reached satisfactory conclusions. This is a great proof of
the disposition which the members have to share with others
the benefit of their own research and experience.
All that has gone before relates to what may be called the
subjective development of accountancy, the increasing enlighten
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ment of the accountant, the means for such enlightenment, the
encouragement toward higher ethical standards of practice and
relations with his fellows. Not less important nor less demon
strable is the change in the objective relations to and attitude of
the clients for whom services are rendered.
One of the most trying and discouraging features of these
relations years ago was the marked indifference (still speaking
generally) of the client toward matters which the accountant
developed through his work and which to him seemed worthy of
serious consideration. All too often the client’s attitude might be
reflected by a remark, “Tell me how much I have made; never
mind the details.” The final result was desired; the factors mak
ing up such result were ignored. The elaborate analysis which
today is common with its instructive demonstrations was consid
ered superfluous.
This change is due to at least two influential causes: first, the
larger knowledge of economic principles, the closer scrutiny of
conditions on the part of investors, the regulatory governmental
supervision of some classes of affairs and the requirements of
detailed tax returns, and, second, the greater confidence of the
client in the accountant’s knowledge, intelligence and disinterested
effort.
When one considers the elaborate study and revelations
embodied in cost accounts, for example, or the carefully segre
gated exhibits of causes and effects as shown in reports of today,
one who has the background of remembrance can appreciate the
happy changes. All this augurs well for the future, for the
maintenance and further development of such relations is the
accountant’s hope and promise. That some accountants have been
found unworthy of confidence is undeniable and deplorable, but
not unexpected. When one is found to be such it is well to have
it known for the benefit of all others and for such discipline as
the case may warrant should the offender be a member of any
society or of the institute. Furthermore, unjust and extortionate
fees should be discountenanced by all reputable practitioners.
The standards of the vast majority are high, and they should be
maintained.
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